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FLORIDA’S REACTION TO
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an incident that had no thought or motive
“I behind it except
the convenience of the President.“ Thus
T

WAS MERELY

1

did Booker T. Washington, president of Tuskegee Institute in
Alabama and the most influential black leader in America, later
describe a dinner he attended as the guest of President Theodore
Roosevelt in the White House on the evening of October 16,
1901. The Negro educator’s account was too subdued an estimate of what became a cause célèbre with ramifications that were
racial, social, political, and sectional. In the furor that followed
the dinner party, citizens of Florida played a part.
In the fall of 1901, Booker T. Washington was in the midst
of a speaking tour in Mississippi when he received a telegram
from the President asking him to come to the capital for a conference. Washington complied. Arriving on the afternoon of
October 16, Washington received an invitation to dine at the
White House at eight that evening.2 The evening was without
precedent; no black man had ever before dined at the White
House.
Flattered, and permitting himself a measure of cautious elation, Washington accepted the invitation. Present at the dinner
were Mr. Roosevelt, his wife, daughter, and three sons, and
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Philip Bathell Stewart, friend and hunting companion of the
President. The occasion was low-keyed. Certainly Washington
was relaxed. He had at one time or another had tea with Queen
Victoria, dined in the same room in Chicago with President McKinley, and had eaten with former-President Benjamin Harrison
in Paris.3 “After dinner,” the black leader wrote later, “we talked
at considerable length concerning plans about the South which
the President had in mind. I left the White House almost immediately and took a train the same night for New York.“4
The American public learned about the event on October 17,
by a two-line press release: “Booker T. Washington of Tuskegee,
Ala., dined with the President this evening.“5 Reaction was immediate. For the next several weeks, American newspapers filled
their editorial columns with comments, readers wrote letters to
the journals, public figures and persons on the street ventured
their thoughts. Everyone, it seemed, had an opinion. The event
became a classic case of how the reaction to an act can become
as important as the act itself.
Some journalists analyzed the President’s motives in issuing
the invitation; others probed Washington’s motives in accepting
it. A majority of the commentators, however, based their opinions on emotions stimulated by revitalized racial questions. Not
unexpectedly, the biggest stir came from the South. Editorial
comment in southern newspapers ranged from restrained approval to horrific disapproval and, on occasion, descended to
levels of undisguised racism.
It is significant that Floridians, reacting to the dinner at the
White House, proved themselves to be a microcosm of the overall response in the South. The accepted generalization that Florida was never a “typical” southern state, while true, ignores the
fact that the state shared many characteristics of the South. Besides their geographical kinship, Floridians shared with other
Southerners an antebellum agrarian heritage of slavery and the
plantation system. Florida had been a member of the Confederacy and had experienced the difficulties of military defeat and
Reconstruction, followed by bitter decades of depression and the
3. Harlan, Booker T. Washington Papers, I, 443-44; Making Of A Black
Leader, 311.
4. Harlan, Booker T. Washington Papers, I, 443-44.
5. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, October 17, 1901.
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Populist upheaval of the nineties. Floridians in 1900, like citizens of other southern states, were a homogenous people. Florida’s population at the turn of the century was 528,542 persons,
and of these, 504,710 were native born. Foreign-born persons in
Florida between 1890 and 1900 increased at a rate of 3.9 per cent,
but the growth rate for native born persons was thirty-seven per
cent.6 In common with the South, Florida’s political system was
dominated by the Democratic party, an organization whose basic
tenet was white supremacy. Like her neighbors, Florida entered
the twentieth century by underpinning its segregated social structure with formal statutes. That most white Floridians viewed the
bizarre event in Washington in much the same way as other
Southerners was not unnatural.
At one level, the relationship between Booker T. Washington and Roosevelt was highly personal. The two men were unquestionably doers, creatures of action; each sprang from a vastly
different milieu, yet both had overcome obstacles in achieving
prominence. The two men saw in one another qualities they admired: pragmatism, activism, and determination.7 No less important in their relationship was the political factor. After becoming the chief executive, Roosevelt sought to include Washington among his closest advisors. Looking ahead to the election
of 1904, Roosevelt, whose maverick tendencies alarmed party
regulars, was not entirely confident of receiving the Republican
nomination. In such a situation the President hoped his friendship and political alliance with Washington would win him the
support of black delegates to the Republican convention. Because Washington was respected by southern conservative whites,
the flamboyant Roosevelt might also make inroads in their ranks.
Beyond this, Roosevelt realized that his reputation as an honest
politican, his image as a vigorous outdoorsman, and his status
as a national hero gained in the Spanish-American War had
earned him a position of popularity in the South never accorded
a Republican President. By employing Washington’s advice for
federal appointments in the South, both black and white, Roosevelt hoped to promote good will for himself and extend the
strength of his party.8
6. U. S. Census Office, Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, Population, I (Washington, 1901), xcix, 496.
7. Harlan, Making Of A Black Leader, 306-07, develops this point well.
8. Ibid.
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Washington’s role as a presidential advisor did not offend
the white South. This was partly because the real extent of his
influence was not generally known. The black leader never gave
advice unless he was asked, and his counsel was both shrewd and
sagacious. At his suggestion, Roosevelt awarded a federal judgeship to Thomas G. Jones, a conservative Democrat and former
governor of Alabama. The southern press praised this appointment as bipartisan and statesmanlike.
But the dinner in the fall of 1901 changed attitudes in Florida and the South. The regional honeymoon that had cut across
political lines was ended; a new dimension, that of social equality, had been raised. In Florida, as elsewhere in the South, people
suddenly faced the issue in bold terms. Regrettably, the dramatic
confrontation was at the highest level and issued from the unlikely source of the circumspect Washington and the popular
Roosevelt. The initial response of Florida newspapers was to reprint articles from different journals across the country and the
South.9 But Floridians had their own ideas, and it was not long
before they expressed them.
On October 26, the Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and
Citizen, speaking for the state’s white majority, provided a general concensus: the black man would not be denied his legal
rights, but he would not be accepted as a social equal. Most
Floridians considered President Roosevelt’s dinner wrong, first
because it actually breached the canon of social segregation and
second because of what it implied and portended.10
In Florida the motif of social equality soon pervaded most
editorial comment. As explained by the Tampa Morning Tribune, “Washington is, no doubt, a very respectable negro, the
leader of his race, a man whose influence among his people is
far [sic] their betterment and unlifting [sic]. But even an educated negro has his place, and it is not at the dining-table of the
chief magistrate of the republic.“11 For E. Y. Harvey, a reader
of the Jacksonville Metropolis, the event was diabolical and like
9.

10.
11.

See quotations from the Indianapolis Sentinel in Titusville Florida Star,
October 18, 1901; and New Orleans Daily Picayune, Philadelphia North
American, Atlanta Journal, Chattanooga Daily Times, Richmond Dispatch, Philadelphia Press, Philadelphia Public Ledger and Daily Transcript, and New York Tribune in Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and
Citizen, October 21, 1901.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, October 26, 1901.
Tampa Morning Tribune, October 20, 1901.
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a weight dropped in water, would send out concentric circles of
evil. The outraged correspondent forecast divine intervention:
“Not from Southerners nor Democrats alone do we hear the protest against the President’s action, but it is the voice of the American people. Eating at the same table means social equality.
Social equality means free right of inter-marriage, and inter-marriage means the degradation of the white race. When the white
race yields social equality with the negro it has defied the laws of
God, and he will sweep them from the earth.“12
Most Floridians directed their wrath toward Roosevelt, whose
actions they could not fathom. The President had seemed to
understand and sympathize with those problems unique to the
South; his acts and utterances up to the fateful meal had spurred
new optimism among Southerners. Then came the dinner party,
and Florida’s disappointment was expressed in indignant terms.
As the Ocala Banner remarked, prior to the event Roosevelt
would have received a hero’s welcome in Florida, but afterwards
he would have been lucky to attract a group of reporters. After
all, “Come weal, come woe, the white people of the south must
preserve unsullied and untarnished, without spot or blemish, the
traditions, the grandeur and purity of their race, despite the
carping critics of the world.“13 The Daytona Gazette-News agreed
with the Tallahassean and Land of Flowers that the President
had erred profoundly; he had ruined any chance of building up
a white Republican party in the South, and he could look elsewhere for votes in the next election. As for the people of the
South, the impetuous President, at a blow, had “shattered their
confidence and lost their high esteem” by insulting “the womanhood and manhood of this section of the country.“14
Florida’s Governor William Sherman Jennings told a Tallahassee reporter that the act was “unfortunate and unpardonable.“15 Another state official remarked, “The President has made
a serious mistake.“16 Philosophical but critical, the Tallahasseean
and Land of Flowers stated, “No man is free from mistakes. It is
human to err. But when a blunder is made that could easily
12. Jacksonville Metropolis, October 29, 1901.
13. Ocala Banner, October 25, 1901.
14. Tallahassean and Land of Flowers quoted in Daytona Gazette-News,
November 2, 1901.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid.
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have been avoided, when a man allows a questionable sentiment
to lead him into the commission of such an unpardonable error,
the great masses will be slow to forgive.“17 The Miami Metropolis
prefaced its disparaging remarks with regret. The editor found it
“somewhat humiliating to have to retract” especially after the
journal had praised Roosevelt in the past. But retract the Miami
paper did; the President’s action, it said, “has made every
Southern man and woman blush with shame— because Roosevelt
himself is the son of a Georgia lady.“18 That Roosevelt had two
uncles who had served the Confederacy received no comment.
Either the editor did not know that bit of family history, or,
knowing, found it too difficult to reveal.
Continuing the theme, the Tampa Morning Tribune lamented that the President had disappointed all Southerners by
his totally unjustified act. It quoted a local Republican leader
as saying, “The President’s action is hard to explain from any
standpoint. Whatever may be his views in regard to the social
standing of the negro, he surely could not have stopped to consider the effect upon the party’s chances in the South.“19 At
Titusville, the Florida Star reprinted an article from the Jacksonville Metropolis which did not believe tradition could be so
callously flouted. “There may be fusion between white Republicans and negroes politically,” the Star remarked, “but neither
white Democrats nor white Republicans in the southland will
ever fuse with negroes in their homes. That battle has been
fought and won.“20
The Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen claimed
that Roosevelt had endangered the blacks he was supposedly
trying to help: “The South is not nueasy [sic] for herself-she
knows that social equality cannot be enforced on her. . . . There
has already been an attempt to force social equality on the South
by the bayonet and the law— both failed. The whites of the
South suffered while that campaign was pushed, but not so much
as the negro. Blind philanthropy has done much evil in the
world— blind and deaf love of the negro has injured him in the
past, and seems inclined to do something in the future. . . . He
17.
18.
19.
20.

Ibid.
Miami Metropolis, October 25, 1901.
Tampa Morning Tribune, October 22, 1901.
Jacksonville Metropolis, October 21, 1901, quoted in Titusville Florida
Star, October 25, 1901.
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[Roosevelt] should know that he has done more to lessen Booker
Washington’s influence for good than if he had refused to socially
recognize him— he should know that it would be better for that
influence with both races to have refrained from a social invitation.“21
It was clear from the accounts around the state that white
Florida was nearly unanimous in its condemnation of the dinner
and its perpetrator. Yet Roosevelt had his defenders, and they
quickly came forward. The Jasper News explained that critics of
Roosevelt were meddling in affairs which did not concern them.
An individual’s privacy was, or should be, inviolate. “Everybody
in this broad land of ours, from the President down to the poorest citizen, has a right to do as he pleases in his own house, so
that his conduct is not criminal. His house is his castle and he is
the lord thereof. It is his right to choose his associates, to say who
shall and who shall not enter his home, and who may and who
may not eat with him. If the President wants to dine with
Negroes it is his business. If he puts himself on terms of social
equality with them it concerns no one but himself.“22 Public
acts, another matter altogether, were subject to close scrutiny
and criticism. Had Roosevelt appointed blacks to postmasterships like McKinley, or had he sent them to represent the
country in embassies abroad like Grover Cleveland, that would
be different. “But to attempt to dictate to the President as to
how he shall manage the affairs of his own house is an unwarranted piece of impertinence.” Doubtless the dinner was a mistake, but it was “his mistake.” Should critics attempt to prevent
a man from making mistakes, “they have bit off more than they
can chaw.“23
Some Southerners attempted to explain away Roosevelt’s action by attributing it to his honest impulsiveness, a trait many
Floridians shared and admired.24 Others, like the St. Petersburg
Times, lauded his fierce independence and wondered what “sensible person who had observed the history of the man could for
one moment suppose that at his own table in the White House,
as anywhere and everywhere else, Theodore Roosevelt would not
21.
22.
23.
24.

Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, October 24, 1901.
Jasper News, October 25, 1901.
Ibid.
New Orleans Daily Picayune quoted in Jacksonville Florida Times-Union
and Citizen:, October 21, 1901.
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do just as he durned pleased? And right down at the bottom of
his American heart, what American does not admire him for
it? “25
Not all Floridians found Roosevelt’s character free of flaws.
A leading Tampa citizen questioned the luster of his military
exploits in Cuba; perhaps the White House dinner was a compensatory gesture for the “negro regiment which saved him from
annihilation at San Juan.“26 When this dubious theory appeared
in the Tampa Morning Tribune, even the Jacksonville Metropolis, which had not been generous to Roosevelt, responded
sarcastically, “Ah, that’s it, eh?“27
The rationale that any individual should be free in his
private acts seemed a basic right and was endorsed by newspapers
in Jasper and Pensacola. That both papers had expressed a minority view, however, was quickly demonstrated. The Florida
Times-Union and Citizen conceded to any ordinary individual
the right to invite Washington to dinner, but Roosevelt, as President, had to take into account the views of the people he represented.28 The Miami Metropolis agreed. The paper, in an acerbic
editorial, declared that if “Roosevelt as an individual chooses to
associate on terms of equality with the colored brother let him
do so, but as President he strikes the Caucasian a blow in the
face by inviting any man with a drop of negro blood in his veins
to his table.“29
The episode at the White House inspired in some of its critics
some poorly-written poetry. Most of the efforts were in bad
taste, and often they were scurrilous. Clarence Douglas Moore
set to rhyme a typical expression of disapproval. Sharing it with
the readers of the Tampa Morning Tribune, it read in part:
A great White Goat had pasture fair,
And Big Black Goat appeared ‘round there;
Says Great White Goat, “No color line,
Come in, my friend, and with me dine.”
So Big Black Goat with greedy look
Of Great White Goat’s repast partook; . . .
25.
26.

St. Petersburg Times, October 26, 1901.
Tampa Morning Tribune quoted in Jacksonville Metropolis, October 24,
1901.
27. Jacksonville Metropolis, October 24, 1901.
28. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, October 24, 1901.
29. Miami Metropolis, October 25, 1901.
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And know you this, O White Goat race,
I hold it truly no disgrace
To with Big Black Goat sit at meal;
And, more, proud White Goat[s], tell I thee,
I hold Big Black Goat good as me,
And ever when my mind sees fit
I’ll let Big Black Goat with me sit.“30
Roosevelt, like Republican Presidents who had preceded him,
hoped to restore respectability and strength to the Republican
party in Florida. Yet his ego was balanced by his sense of realism.
A substantial showing in 1904 would be sufficient; he did not expect to carry Florida. If the celebrated meal had never taken
place, Florida would still have voted Democratic. Humorist
Finley Peter Dunne was correct in his analysis of the dinner.
Thousands of Southerners who would not have voted for Roosevelt under any circumstances declared that “under no circumstances wud they now vote f’r him. He’s lost near ivry state in
the South.“31
Roosevelt’s reaction was mixed. Certainly he never made any
public apology. “When I asked Booker T. Washington to dinner,” he wrote, “I did not devote very much thought to the matter one way or the other. . . . I am very glad that I asked him,
for the clamor aroused by the act makes me feel as if the act was
necessary.“32 Privately, the President had some second thoughts,
particularly when close advisors remarked that the dinner had
been an unfortunate affair. Although the White House dinner
was not repeated, Roosevelt continued to lean heavily on Washington for advice.33
The repercussions from the dinner did not particularly surprise Booker T. Washington. For years afterward he maintained
a discrete silence. Washington wrote later that he “constantly
refused to discuss [the dinner] in print or in public, though I
. . . had a great many requests to do so. At the time, I did not
care to add fuel to the controversy which it aroused.“34 For him
the dinner was worth the risk, and despite the immediate reaction of anger, Washington benefitted. The dinner afforded an
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

Tampa Morning Tribune, October 27, 1901.
Quoted in Harlan, Making Of A Black Leader, 314.
Quoted in ibid., 312-13.
Gatewood, Theodore Roosevelt, 39-43.
Harlan, Booker T. Washington Papers, I, 443.
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opportunity to silence, at least in part, the rising chorus of black
critics who resented his humility in dealing with whites. The act
triggered a reaction among the Negro community, even those
who had denounced Washington’s policy of accommodation, that
was immediate and favorable. His position among his fellow
blacks was strengthened. White Floridians and white Southerners might resent Washington’s part in the dinner, but they generally approved of his politics.
Yet Booker T. Washington did not completely escape censure
from Florida’s citizens and newspapers. The Florida Baptist
Witness thought that he should have refused the invitation even
at the risk of snubbing the President. This periodical’s logic was
that by dining with Roosevelt, Washington had violated all that
he stood for: social segregation and political aloofness. In the
long run, the dinner would prove detrimental to Washington’s
work.35 The Crescent City News reprinted a Louisville Courier
Journal article which condemned Roosevelt for making Washington “a red rag to prejudice.“36 The Jacksonville Metropolis
commented: “Booker Washington lost the golden opportunity of
his life in not declining the invitation to dine with President
Roosevelt. Booker rather went back on his own advice to his race
by accepting.“37 As the black leader had “demolished the president’s viands,” the Lake City Citizen-Reporter noted, “so he demolished his popularity in the South.“38
Still, while many Florida newspapers were shocked by the
dinner, they did not criticize Washington as severely as they did
the President. In fact, a number of editors made excuses for
Washington, attributing his faux pas to a variety of factors. The
Florida Times-Union and Citizen carried an article from the
Tuskegee News edited by a white “native Alabamian,” who
“cannot be accused of any liking for social equality.” The editorial truthfully explained that the dinner was merely a business
affair for Washington and that settling important matters over a
meal was quite common for him when he went North. In other
35. Florida Baptist Witness, XVIII, no. 37, October 30, 1901, microfilm roll
273E, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida,
Gainesville.
36. Louisville Courier-Journal quoted in Crescent City News, October 31,
1901.
37. Jacksonville Metropolis, October 22, 1901.
38. Lake City Citizen-Reporter, October 25, 1901.
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words, the affair had been blown out of proportion to its importance. In its own analysis, however, the Jacksonville paper
downgraded the importance of the black leader. Whatever
Booker T. Washington did would not affect the South; nor
would what he did have much effect on his own race. Such a
summary was patently inaccurate, but the paper at least took a
stand for freedom of individual action. “We cannot see that he
has notably advanced the cause of education by this experience,
but is this any of our business? He is not responsible to us for
his time. It may be that Tuskegee gets along better in his absence; if so, what does it matter where he eats his dinners or
his lunches?” In any case, the newspaper placed major blame for
the dinner on Roosevelt; that the black educator present happened to be Washington was inconsequential.39
The Jacksonville Metropolis was less equivocal: “Those who
know Booker T. Washington best in the South do not believe he
enjoyed his dinner with the President in the White House. It
was an honor not sought or wanted by Washington. He does not
want any social equality. He is seeking simply to make his race
respectable and to command respect by virtue of their honesty,
their intelligence and their industry. He is not a negro who presumes, and is reluctant to place himself where his presence might
be distasteful or disagreeable to himself or to his white friends”40
The truth was that Washington’s reputation in Florida suffered
little as a result of the dinner. While he was being attacked, the
Ocala Banner came to his rescue; it reminded Floridians in a
three-column article of the good that he and his school had done:
“Booker Washington and Tuskeegee [sic] institute are the south’s
rebuke to her slanderers.“41
The controversial event inevitably involved regions as well as
personalities, and the carefully banked fires of sectional animosity
flamed again. If southern newspapers condemned the dinner, the
northern press endorsed the event; both sides seemed trapped in
a cycle of acrimony. In an editorial entitled the “Barbarous
South,” the Ocala Banner commented that Northerners had always condemned the region for its “ruffianism” and “barbarism.”
39.
40.
41.

Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, November 6, 1901.
Jacksonville Metropolis, October 21, 1901, quoted in Titusville Florida
Star, October 25, 1901.
Ocala Banner, November 1, 1901.
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The typical Northerner willingly supported the Negro no matter
42
what the evidence against him. The Florida Baptist Witness
was equally strident: “We do not believe in making too much of
a mountain out of this Roosevelt-Washington episode,” but the
paper did not like those critics who were “incapable of impartially viewing Southern opinion on social questions.“43 In
reviving sectional prejudices and reducing the issues to their
lowest level, editors in both regions may have acted naturally,
but they did not enhance the reputation of their craft for responsible reporting.
Since the dinner was not repeated, the passage of time cooled
the debate. By the second week of November comment subsided
in Florida’s newspapers. As the Lake City Citizen-Reporter
rationally observed, anger was one thing but impulsive action was
another. The suggestion that all southern federal office holders
should resign in protest would “strike the office holder as carrying resentment entirely too far.“44
It is possible to measure, at least partially, the significance of
the White House dinner for Floridians. For one thing, it gave
them something to talk about and to write about. Any erosion
of Roosevelt’s popularity in the state was only temporary. In the
presidential election of 1904, Roosevelt received 1,000 more
popular votes than McKinley had in 1900. His percentage of
Florida’s total vote was 21.2. McKinley’s had been 18.4.45 Washington’s prestige among white Floridians was damaged even less.
Furthermore, Washington temporarily blunted the assaults of
blacks who criticized his conservatism. He managed by a single
act to bolster his position among blacks and to maintain his
place among whites as their candidate for Negro leadership.
Florida also served as the locale for Booker T. Washington’s
favorite anecdote concerning the episode. Some weeks after the
dinner party, Washington was traveling through Florida. At
every station a group of people would get aboard the train to
shake his hand. At a little station near Gainesville, a white man
“whose dress and manner indicated that he was from the class of
42.
43.
44.
45.

Ibid., October 25, 1901.
Florida Baptist Witness, XVIII, no. 38, November 6, 1901, microfilm roll
273E, P. K. Yonge Library.
Lake City Citizen-Reporter, November 1, 1901.
Allen Morris, comp., The Florida Handbook, 1973-1974 (Tallahassee,
1973), 542.
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small farmers” shook hands cordially and said: “I am mighty
glad to see you. I have heard about you and I have been wanting
to meet you for a long while.”
Washington was pleased by such genuine openness. But he
was surprised when the farmer looked him over and added: “Say,
you are a great man. You are the greatest man in this country!”
Washington protested mildly, but the farmer insisted, shaking
his head and repeating, “Yes, sir, the greatest man in this
country.” Finally, the educator asked what the farmer had against
Roosevelt, remarking that he considered the President “the greatest man” in the United States. “Huh! Roosevelt?” came the reply.
“I used to think Roosevelt was a great man until he ate dinner
with you. That settled him for me.“46
Booker T. Washington was enormously amused by the exchange. When he passed the story along to Roosevelt, the President also reacted with pleasure. It is not difficult to imagine him
squinting his eyes, smacking a closed fist into an open palm, and,
baring prominent teeth, exclaiming “Bully!” Or at least, “Capital! Capital!”
46.

Harlan, Booker T. Washington Papers, I, 444-45. For more on Washington and press reaction to a later visit by him to Florida, see Arthur O.
White, “‘Booker T. Washington’s Florida Incident, 1903-1904,” Florida
Historical Quarterly, LI (January 1973), 227-49.
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